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Overview 
This companion document was developed for you, the Certified Flight Instructor (CFI), so you will be 

aware of what your student learned in the FAA Safety Team course, άHow to Conduct Preflight Self-

Briefings for Student and VFR Pilotsέ.  This document provides suggestions on how to reinforce the 

concepts introduced in the course, expand on them, and help your student establish a solid 

foundation for weather analysis as they progress in their training. 

The purpose of this WINGS course is to educate students and VFR pilots on how to conduct a 

regulatory compliant preflight self-briefing using online resources and to make smart weather 

decisions.  Similar and complementary content can also be found in AC 91-фн άtƛƭƻǘΩǎ DǳƛŘŜ ǘƻ ŀ 

Preflight BriefingέΦ   

The WINGS course was developed to address: 

¶ Confusƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉƛƭƻǘ ŀƴŘ /CL ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ C!!Ωǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǎŜƭŦ-briefing 

¶ Research showing pilots often form an incomplete weather picture for their intended flight, 

forgetting where relevant, safety-impacting weather exists, and the extent to which it can 

jeopardize the safety of the flight 

¶ Feedback from the NTSB that insufficient preflight planning is an increasing occurrence or 

contributing factor in aviation accidents 

¶ Research showing many pilots have knowledge gaps in basic weather concepts, interpretation, 

and application 

As a result, this course was designed to be an interactive learning experience to: 

1) Educate pilots on how to develop weather interpretation skills 

2) Educate pilots on how to make decisions for safety both during preflight and inflight, with 

respect to weather 

3) Instruct pilots on how to conduct a regulatory compliant and safe self-brief 

4) Reinforce that it is permissible to use automated resources exclusively during preflight 

preparation 

5) Dispel misconceptions and answer common questions regarding self-briefing 

The course provides a list of the necessary weather and aeronautical content that the student needs 

to know prior to flight.  It also stresses how these items relate to the flight and how the student 

should apply them to understand the risks that may exist since the real value in checking the weather 

is so the student can form an educated assessment as to the safety of the flight. 

The course is divided into the following seven sections: 

1) Course Introduction 

2) Know Before You Go: The Importance of Preflight Planning 

3) Preflight Self-Briefing 

4) Phases of Flight 

5) ¢ƘŜ άDƻ-No-Dƻέ Decision 

6) Pilot Reports (PIREPs) 

7) Resources and FAQs 



 
 

 

2 | CFI Companion Document: How to Conduct Preflight Self-Briefings for Student & VFR Pilots 

Your student may share with you a worksheet that is provided after the course.  This after-course 

worksheet encourages the student to engage with their CFI to further explore the topics of the course.  

So you may become familiar with the worksheet, and be prepared to answer questions or 

demonstrate techniques presented on the worksheet, a copy is available in Appendix D: Post Course 

Student Worksheet.  

The reminder of this document is organized as follows for sections 2 through 7 of the WINGS course1: 

¶ Section title & summary 

¶ Section key points to reinforce with your student 

¶ Potential scenario-based exercises to conduct with your student to reinforce material covered 

in the section  

  

 
1 Section 1 is not included since it was just an introduction to the course.  
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Section 2: Know Before You Go: The Importance of Preflight Planning  
Section Summary: Section 2 

defines preflight planning and 

recognizes that preflight planning 

skills are just as important as 

flying skills.  It instructs pilots to 

review weather (current and 

forecast) and aeronautical (e.g., 

NOTAM) information prior to 

flight and states the basic 

objective is to ensure the flight 

can be conducted safely.  To do 

this, the pilot will need to 

understand aviation weather and its potential to affect the flight.  Two charts, shown below in Figure 

1, are presented to illustrate the different ways weather and NOTAMs can impact a flight. 

Weather NOTAMs 

 
 

 

Figure 1: The effects of weather and NOTAMs on your flight 

Next, the prerequisites for prefight planning are listed, and Weight and Balance (W&B) is discussed in 

more detail: 

¶ Aircraft identification 

¶ Aircraft type & 
equipment 

¶ Departure point 

¶ Departure time 

¶ Cruising speed  

¶ Cruising altitude 
 

¶ Route of flight 

¶ Destination (VFR alternate if weather is marginal at 
destination) 

¶ Time en route 

¶ Fuel needed (including reaching alternate)  

¶ Weight and balance 
 

Lastly, CFR 91.103 is introduced and explained: each pilot in command shall, before beginning a flight 

become familiar with all available information concerning the flight.  Further guidance is provided 

regarding using automated (online) resources: 

¶ Pilots can conduct a regulatory compliant preflight self- briefing without contacting Flight 

Service. 
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¶ Pilots who prefer to call Flight Service are encouraged to conduct a self-briefing before calling.  

In doing so, the pilot will be familiar with the weather picture and will have the opportunity to 

develop an opinion on the weather risks.  The Flight Service Briefing can then serve to validate 

the pilotΩs initial assessment, and the time with the Briefer can be used to focus on questions 

or uncertainties from the self-briefing. 

 

Section 2 key points to reinforce with your student 

¶ Review 91.103 together with your student. 

¶ Preflight preparation is the critical first step in every safe flight, and is required by CFR 91.103 

¶ Preflight decision-making skills are necessary to become a proficient pilot and should be used 

on the ground before flight and in the air to monitor weather in flight. 

¶ Think of each flight as a cross country trip.  Plan the amount of fuel that is needed, know 

starting and landing fuel totals, and landing and take-off weights.  Know the W&B for full, 

landing and zero fuel.  Identify an alternate (VFR) destination airport within range of your fuel.  

Discuss how having preplanned alternates are useful if weather changes unexpectedly. 

¶ Online tools can be used to conduct a regulatory compliant (meets CFR 91.103) self-briefing.  

It is not necessary to call Flight Service.  If there is something you do not understand, it is 

advisable to talk to a CFI, local expert, Flight Service Specialist; however, you should conduct a 

self-brief first. 

¶ Automatic Dependent Surveillance- Broadcast (ADS-B) and inflight commercial weather 

services are not a substitute for preflight planning, but they provide weather and aeronautical 

information in the cockpit that may be used for inflight weather monitoring.  Think of it as 

άremainder-of-ǘƘŜ ŦƭƛƎƘǘ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎέ ǘƘŀǘ can employ the same thought and decision-making 

process used during preflight planning and build upon the decisions reached during preflight 

planning.  Monitoring the weather inflight and making tactical and strategic decisions based 

on new or changing conditions is the ultimate goal. 

 

Section 2 potential scenario-based exercises to conduct with your student 

¶ Have your student conduct a W&B for several aircraft each with a different Center of Gravity 

(CG).  This will allow them to see how the W&B and safe loading varies. They will be cognizant 

of this when moving up to different aircraft where CGs might be more forward or aft. 

¶ Make sure your student understands the meaning of useful load.  Give them a cross country 

trip to plan for two people.   

o Verify a correct W&B calculation, then ask your student if itΩs ok to bring another 

passenger or add a heavy bag.   

o Ask the student at what point the plane will be over-weight or out of CG.  Let them 

experiment with carrying less fuel in the planning to accommodate more load.   

o Make sure they see that they have reduced endurance with less fuel, and they 

understand that there is less time to fly around weather or to an alternate airport.    
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o ItΩs important to help your student understand the issues presented in these scenarios 

now (when they can learn the proper mitigation techniques) than be surprised by 

them as a newly certified pilot.   

¶ These exercises help teach how to trade-off fuel and payload, and that there are real limits to 

flight endurance, what can be carried, how to load it, and how to prevent an unsafe flight.  
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Section 3: Preflight Self-Briefing  
Section Summary: Section 3 

defines preflight self-briefing 

as follows: A preflight self-

briefing is a review, using 

automated tools, of all 

meteorological and 

aeronautical information that 

may influence the pilot in 

planning, altering, or canceling 

a proposed route of flight.  The 

following four popular 

automated government resources are listed: 

¶ 1800wxbrief.com 

¶ Aviationweather.gov 

¶ Tfr.faa.gov 

¶ Notams.aim.faa.gov/NotamSearch/  

LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀdditional resources are identified later in the course in Section 7, along with ǘƘŜ C!!Ωǎ 

position that third party resources are acceptable and commonly used by pilots. 

The benefits of developing self-briefing skills are emphasized and itΩs explained why the FAA values 

and encourages pilots to develop these skills: 

¶ Enhances the weather interpretation and risk management skills 

¶ Improves ability to understand real-time weather data (which is useful in the cockpit when 

using inflight weather resources)  

¶ Pilots become comfortable using available (and different) weather resources 

¶ Improves ŀ ǇƛƭƻǘΩǎ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ άƎƻ-no-Ǝƻέ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ 

As shown in Table 1 below, the three types of briefings that the FAA recognizes (Outlook, Standard, 

and Abbreviated) are introduced with their associated relevance relative to the time of departure:  
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Table 1: Three types of FAA briefings 

 

The primary weather elements that a pilot would check (by briefing type) is illustrated as shown in 

Table 2 below:  

 

Table 2: Briefing elements cross-referenced to briefing type 

 

The concept of using a self-briefing checklist during preflight planning is introduced.   The pilot is 

encouraged to use a checklist and a weather log to review, understand and document all weather and 

aeronautical information pertinent to the route of flight.  A sample checklist is shown in Figure 2 and 
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can also be found in Appendix B: Course Preflight Self-Brief Checklist. The following are key points 

regarding checklists: 

¶ For online resources it is recommended to develop a checklist process similar to how you 

preflight an aircraft prior to flight 

¶ Online resources are very capable, but like avionics, it is imperative you understand how to 

configure them to get the expected behavior: 

o When using graphical online tools, the appropriate layers and views need to be 

selected to see the desired output 

o If AIRMETs, SIGMETs, TFRs, ceilings, visibility, radar etc. are not selected for display 

they will not show, and you might conclude the route is safe, when in fact dangerous 

conditions may exist 

 

Figure 2: Sample preflight self-briefing checklist 

 

Section 3 concludes with a review of the VFR minimums as shown in Figure 4, and guidance is 

provided for pilots that primarily use Flight Service (or are new to self-briefing) on how to safely 

transition to using automated resources for self-briefing.  The elements of a transition strategy are 

shown in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3: Self-briefing transition strategy 

 

 

Figure 4: Flight rules 

 

Section 3 key points to reinforce with your student 

¶ Self-briefing skills are important skills for all pilots to possess.  The ability to interpret weather 

data, derive the associated risks, and understand the impacts to the flight is crucial for 

maintaining safety.  It is also a valuable skill to use when in the air as you get weather updates 

(e.g., ADS-B).  Throughout the flight, reevaluate the weather as updates occur. 

¶ The FAA and National Weather Service (NWS), along with commercial third parties, provide 

very useful online resources. 
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¶ Self-briefing with automated resources allows you to conduct a briefing that meets the 

requirements of CFR 91.103, but you need to ensure you collect the necessary information 

and apply its impact to your flight. 

¶ Use a checklist to ensure you do not miss anything, which includes the resources you intend to 

use, and how they should be configured for the desired output as is illustrated in Figure 5.  

 

Figure 5: Sample completed preflight self-briefing checklist 

¶ Use all three types of briefings in preparation for your flight.  It helps you see the trends that 

are developing.  Knowing of potential risks days in advance allows you to develoǇ ŀ άtƭŀƴ .έ 

¶ If you do plan to call Flight Service, the FAA recommends you conduct a self-brief first.  Doing 

this makes you aware of the weather picture and allows you to focus your conversation with 

the briefer on the items that are most relevant to the safety of the flight.  

¶ If you are new to self-briefing, follow a transition strategy to ensure you are consistently 

making the right decisions regarding the weather and the safety of the flight. 

¶ When conditions are not safe for VFR flight, online automated resources do not issue the VFR 

Flight Not Recommended (VNR) statement that you receive from a Flight Service telephone 

briefing.  You must make that determination yourself when using automated resources, but 

when unsure you may consult a CFI or call Flight Service. 

 

Section 3 potential scenario-based exercises to conduct with your student 

¶ As your student prepares for upcoming flights, have them try each of the automated 

resources identified in the class (see Section 7: Resources & FAQs) and any third-party 

resources they prefer.  After trying them all, have the student select the one(s) they desire to 

use going forward and ask the student to develop a checklist that identifies the resource used 

for each weather item, and the configuration needed for each resource to get the desired 

output. 
















































